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That ‘Teaching’ is a Prodigious Illusion:
In the Words and Form of Søren Kierkegaard1
Russell Butson2
University of Otago, New Zealand

The following is an experiment in shared authorship that draws on established rhetoric and
form in order to heighten the message.3
Everyone with some capacity for observation, who seriously considers what is called
education, or has thought about the conditions in a so-called learning institution, must surely be
assailed by profound misgivings.
What does it mean that all these thousands call themselves teachers as a matter of
course? People who perhaps never really think about learning, who never talk with or about
their students! People upon whom it has never dawned that they might have any obligation to
their students, people who do not regard it as a maxim to be thoughtful toward their students,
or do not count even this quite necessary! Yet all these people, calling themselves teachers, are
recognized as teachers by the State, are buried as teachers, are certified as teachers for eternity!
At the bottom of this there must be a tremendous confusion, a frightful illusion, there
surely can be no doubt. But to stir up such a question! Yes, I know the objections well. For
there are those who understand what I mean, but who would say with a good-natured slap on
the back, ‘My dear fellow, you are still rather naive to want to embark on such an undertaking,
an undertaking which, if it is to have any success at all, will require at least half a score of
insightful people; an undertaking which means neither more nor less than proposing to
reintroduce learning…into education. No, my dear fellow let us be clear; such an undertaking
is beyond your powers and mine. It is just as madly ambitious as wanting to reform the
“crowd,” with which no sensible person wants to mix. To start such a thing is certain ruin’.
This is roughly how the case stands. Once in a while a person causes a little hubbub by
stating that there is something wrong somewhere with all these numerous teachers. But all
those to whom he/she is speaking are teachers, and those of whom he/she speaks are of course
not present. This is most appropriately described as a feigned emotion.
More notably, there occasionally appears an enthusiast: Such a one that storms against
formal education, vociferates and makes a loud noise, denouncing almost everything about
such education – and of course accomplishes nothing. The enthusiast takes no heed of the fact
that an illusion is not an easy thing to dispel. Supposing now it is a fact that most people, when
they call themselves teachers, are under an illusion. How do they defend themselves against an
enthusiast?
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First and foremost, they do not bother about enthusiasts at all; they do not so much as
look at their work, they immediately lay it aside, ad acta; they go around by another street and
do not hear them. They then spirit them out of the way by carefully redefining the whole
concept, and settle themselves securely in their illusion. They make of each enthusiast a
fanatic, of each idea an exaggeration - in the end the enthusiast remains the only one, or one of
a few, who is not seriously a teacher (for exaggeration is surely a lack of seriousness), whereas
the others are all serious teachers.
Assuming that teaching is a prodigious illusion and that it is a vain conceit for the many
to call themselves teachers, there seems to be every probability that the illusion we are talking
about is exceedingly common. But this illusion is still farther aggravated by the conceit that
learning is a result of teaching. It certainly cannot be denied that there are those in education
who have a disastrous sense of security that essentially evolves from believing that learning
comes from teaching.
Take the analogy of describing a physician to a child as a very kind and helpful person.
What happens? The child may think; yes, it is very possible that there is such a kind and
helpful person. I would gladly believe it, but I would also rather stay clear of such a one, for
the fact that I become the object of this kind attention means that I am sick – and to be sick is
no fun; and therefore I am far from being happy at the thought that the physician has been
called. Similarly, describe a teacher to a child as a very kind and helpful person. What
happens? The child thinks; yes, it is very possible that there is such a kind and helpful person.
I again would gladly believe it, but I would also rather stay clear of such a one, for the fact that
I become the object of this kind attention means that I am ignorant – and to be ignorant is no
fun; and therefore I am far from being happy at the thought that a teacher is needed.
But suppose one is sick. When one is sick and the sickness is serious, then one is
happy that there is a physician; likewise, if one is convinced without a doubt that learning is a
gift from the teacher; then one desiring to learn is happy that there is a teacher. But when one
is not sick, and has no idea at all of what it is to be sick – then the physician is really a
disagreeable thought. Likewise, if one does not believe that learning is an effect of teaching,
and has no idea at all of what it is to be taught – then the teacher is also a disagreeable thought.
In the relation of teaching to learning, either what is really learning must be left out
(and if so, what does education really mean?) or it must be stated, in which case the learner
should be prompted to be more self-sufficient within education than to feel peripheral to it, and
reliant on it. People by the millions ought to be aware of this, if the whole matter of the
multitude of students in higher education is not to be humbug. For instance, institutions are
realising the idea of instruction over education – Oh! The outcry. We do not notice that what
generally passes for education now is really instruction.
The present (innovative) character of teaching is essentially one of perceptions and
reflections, without passion, momentarily bursting into enthusiasm, and shrewdly relapsing
into repose. In fact one is tempted to ask whether there is a single teacher left ready, for once,
to commit an outrageous folly. Certainly, if one did, there would be no consequence, given
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that the present generation of teacher’s abilities, virtuosity, and good sense consists in trying to
reach a judgement and a decision without ever going as far as action. If one may say of a
revolutionary period that it runs wild, one would have to say of the present period that it runs
badly. Between them, the teacher and the institution always bring each other to a standstill,
with the result that nothing really happens.
A rebellion is, of all things, the most unthinkable. Such an expression of strength
would seem ridiculous to the calculating intelligence of our times. On the other hand, an
opinionated virtuoso might pull off such a feat almost as remarkable. This virtuoso might
write a manifesto suggesting a general assembly at which teachers should decide on a
rebellion. At the meeting our prodigy would be able to create the impression that the audience
had rebelled, after which they would all go quietly home – having had a pleasant evening.
Ah! say the teachers…we mean no harm, nor do we want to abolish anything, by no
means, but if little by little we could transform education into make-believe, we would gladly
shout ‘hurrah for teaching!’ We do not want to topple distinction, by no means, but if
simultaneously we could spread the notion that it is all a game, we would approve and admire.
In the same way we are willing to retain educational terminology but privately know that
nothing decisive is intended by it. We are not interested in talk of quality teaching and best
practice any more than in student-centeredness, learner autonomy, or life-long learning. No,
we allow the established order to go on quite harmlessly and inoffensively, but in a reflective
knowledge we are more or less aware of its non-existence. We take pride in the fancy that this
is an irony, oblivious to the fact that in an era of negativity the authentic ironist is the hidden
enthusiast (just as the hero is the manifest enthusiast in a positive era), that the authentic ironist
is self-sacrificing.
It is true that an outsider would judge, given the innumerable indications, that
something quite exceptional in the profession of teaching has already been taking place or is
about to happen. Yet any such conclusion would be quite wrong. Indications are indeed the
only achievement of the present age of teaching, and of its skill and inventiveness in
constructing fascinating illusions. Its bursts of enthusiasm, used as a deceitful escape from
some projected change of form, must be rated as high on the scale of cleverness and of the
negative use of strength as the passionate, creative energy of a revolution in the corresponding
scale of energy. But presently the profession of teachers is wearied by its chimerical efforts,
relapsing into complete indolence. Its condition is that of a man who has fallen asleep towards
morning: first of all come great dreams, then a feeling of laziness, and finally a witty or clever
excuse for remaining in bed.
However well-meaning and strong the man may be, he still has not the passion to be
able to tear himself from the coils and seductive uncertainty of reflection. Nor do his
surroundings supply the events or produce the general enthusiasm necessary to free him.
Instead of coming to his help, his milieu forms around him a negative intellectual opposition
which juggles for a moment with a deceptive prospect only to deceive him in the end by
pointing to a brilliant way out of the difficulty – by showing him that the shrewdest thing of all
is to do nothing. For at the bottom of the tergiversation of the present epoch of the profession
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is vis inertiae, and teachers without passion congratulate themselves upon being first to
discover it and so become cleverer still.
If a generation were given the diplomatic task of postponing any action in such a way
as to make it seem as if something were just about to happen, then we should have to admit
that our present educational age has performed as remarkable a feat as the revolutionary age.
While the revolutionary age is an age of action: ours is the age of terminology and
publicity. If we were to assume that we are able to forget all we know of this age and its actual
relativity that is so enhanced by familiarity, and then arrive, as it were, from another world. If
we were then to read a scholarly book or article or speak to a professor, we would be given the
impression that something was happening in education, that education was changing and that
teachers will play a prodigious part in this future. There is immediate publicity everywhere,
but nothing ever happens.
There is no more action or decision in teaching in higher education today than there is
perilous delight of skating on thin ice. If the jewel of education that every teacher supposedly
desires lay far out on a frozen lake where the ice was very thin, ever threatened by the danger
of demise, while closer in the ice was perfectly safe, then in a passionate age people would
applaud the courage of the one who ventured out. But in an age without passion, in a
reflective age, an age without honesty and integrity, it would be different. People would think
teachers clever in agreeing that it was unreasonable and not even worthwhile to venture out so
far. And in this way they would transform enthusiasm and courage into a feat of skill, just so
as to do something, for after all something must be done.
Ones colleagues would go out to watch from a safe place, and with eyes of
connoisseurs appraise the talented teacher who could skate almost to the very edge and then
turn back. Such talented teachers are able to skate out to the furthermost point and then
perform a still more dangerous-looking run, to make the viewers hold their breath and say: Ye
Gods! How mad; they are risking their lives, their careers. But look, and you will see that the
skill is so astonishing that these teachers are able to turn back just in time. And in so doing
they perform a great feat, for they show the power of skill over the jewel.
As in life, colleagues applaud and acclaim this skill and surge forward with plans for a
magnificent symposium in honour of their heroic teacher. For cleverness has the upper hand to
such an extent that it transforms the real task into an unreal trick and reality into a play. Now
the proper relation between admirer and object of admiration is one in which the admirer is
edified by the thought of being like a hero, although in this case humbled by the knowledge of
being actually incapable of acquiring the jewel. Nevertheless, expected to emulate the hero,
the teacher obliges accordingly. But where cleverness has the upper hand the character of
admiration is completely altered. For the admiring colleagues would all have a shrewd notion
that the action of the teacher was not really so extraordinary, since after all, with a little
instruction, every one could have done as much. In short, instead of being strengthened in their
discernment and encouraged to be honest, the other teachers would almost certainly go home
with an even stronger predisposition to the most dangerous and the most respectable of all
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diseases: to admire in public what is considered unimportant in private – since everything is
made into a pretence.
What then if some teachers have become profoundly attentive to this illusion and have
resolved to attack it with all the might at their disposal – what then are they to do? First and
foremost, no impatience. If they become inpatient, they will rush headlong against it and
accomplish nothing. A direct attack only strengthens people in their illusion, and at the same
time, they become embittered. There is nothing that requires such gentle handling as an
illusion if one wishes to dispel it. If anything prompts the prospective captive to set his or her
will in opposition, all is lost. And this is what a direct attack achieves, and it implies moreover
the presumption of requiring a person to make an admission to another, which could be more
gainfully made in private. This is what is achieved by the indirect method, which, loving and
serving the truth, arranges everything dialectically for the prospective captive, and then shyly
withdraws so as not to witness the admission which one makes to oneself – that one has lived
hitherto in an illusion.
No, an illusion can never be destroyed directly, and only by indirect means can it be
radically removed. If it is an illusion that all are teachers - and if there is anything to be done
about it, it must be done indirectly, not by one who vociferously proclaims himself or herself
an extraordinary teacher, but by one who, better instructed, is ready to proclaim not being a
teacher at all. That is, one must approach from behind the person who is under an illusion.
Instead of wishing to have the advantage of being oneself that rare thing, a teacher, one must
let the prospective captive enjoy the advantage of being the teacher, and for ones own part have
resignation enough to be the one left far behind. Otherwise, one will certainly not lure the
others out of the illusion, a thing that is difficult enough in any case.
What does all this come to when the reader puts together the points dwelt upon in the
foregoing paragraphs? In this age, and indeed for many ages past, people have lost sight of the
fact that teaching is and ought to be a serious calling; a calling that implies an appropriate
mode of personal existence. They do not realise that the indifference to learning by the State in
general, and the institutions in particular, contributes enormously to the general demoralization
of education.
To become a participant in the profession of teaching means either to become what one
is through inward evidence, or to become first disengaged from the toils of ones illusion, in
itself a modification of evidence. Here there is no room for vacillation or ambiguity of the sort
one commonly experiences elsewhere – when one does not know and cannot make out whether
one is situated in error, whether the experts have an understanding of the right approach, or
whereabouts one is. Here one does not miss what is generally lacking – viz., a decisive
categorical definition and a decisive expression for the situation: to teach. Everything is
formed in terms of expression.. The communication is qualified by expression, hence it is
indirect communication. The teacher is characterized by expression, therefore such a one is
circuitous – not one who proclaims being a teacher in an extraordinary degree, but, on the
contrary, one who even affirms not being a teacher. That is to say, the teacher stands behind
the learner…helping. For whether teachers succeed in helping someone is another question.
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The problem itself is a problem of expression: to become a teacher…when one is a teacher of a
sort. But one thing above all is not to forget the intention of the whole undertaking – that
which must come decisively to the fore is the learning.

1
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Language: Søren Kierkegaard & Russell Butson; Argument Form: Søren Kierkegaard;
Message-Idea: Russell Butson.

3

This essay is an experiment with the notions of message, authorship, and rhetoric. So much academic writing
today is generated for reasons other than the message. Thousands of articles are published every year stating the
same ideas but in different ways. We have come to place the way we articulate above what we say: that is well
written; I enjoyed reading that; I like your style. We do not often hear: interesting point;, I have never thought
about it like that; that is a very provocative idea!
Maybe we have very few new ideas, or maybe the outcomes for ‘good writing’ have made it profitable to focus
more on ones style than on the idea/s. Anyone that has marked student essays will know that a readable style
claims greater respect from the marker than work that is trying to grapple with the idea/s.
I have generated a model for the development of the following text. First, I have isolated three parts: the form, the
rhetoric, and the idea. The form represents the structure of the discourse, the placement and association of the
ideas. By rhetoric, I mean the choice of words to express the message in a particular style or prose. The message
is of course the idea.
Let us go one further step and draw this work into just two distinct parts: the message and the packaging: I destroy
the notion of author but heighten the influence of the message. There is no author, only a message and the
packaging in which it is delivered.
If we accept my view that much of our contemporary writing restates the same ideas in a variety of ways, then this
essay does the reverse: it raises a new idea in a previously used form. We have a vibrant collection of powerful
discourse structures that have been generated over the years. We have celebrated many authors for their intuitive
style and approach to communicating. Why then do we leave these forms behind?
An understanding of the communication forms within which messages are lodged allows us to employ such
structures to highlight contemporary issues.
The method requires us to look at writing and authorship in a new light. Instead of author-text-reader, we
have… packaged message-reader.

As readers we have come to be shaped more by the nature of the writing by which we communicate than by the
content of the communication. This essay is an example of how such a method can move us away from this
position. It demonstrates the potential of this method as a valid approach to broadcasting new ideas. It may well
be viewed by some as a mix of bland assertions, some astute guesswork, a few fake analogies, or just hopeless
nonsense. This is as may be, but it is also a deeply serious piece of work, and one that many may find interesting.
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